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WHY GO TO SEMINARY? HOOP,
HURDLE OR VITAL NECESSITY?
1.

challenges or respond to critics.
When you enter seminary, you
enter into learning from the grand
span of the Christian tradition and
you exit knowing you are not alone!

»»

SPREAD THE WORD
Everyone has one solid message
or sermon in them. It is their
testimony of what Jesus Christ
has done for them. But what does
a pastor or other ministry leader
preach or teach at year ten in the
same church? The ongoing work of
message preparation for the pulpit
or other settings is deepened by
theological education and training.

As both a pastor and now seminary president, I have had the
privilege of walking with many who are thinking about seminary.
They wonder about finances. They wonder “is God really calling
me?” They may be deeply involved in church life with their own
fruitful ministry and wonder whether seminary is “worth” it. Isn’t
seminary education just a hoop or hurdle to overcome?
From my own personal journey, I know the life-giving value of a
seminary education. I keep a growing list of why seminary education
is more than merely helpful – it is vital for church leaders and the
church. Here are four of my top reasons for attending seminary:

I still remember getting ready to
preach on Sunday, September 16,
2001—the Sunday after 9/11, when
terrorist attacks took down the Twin
Towers and more. In this time of
unimaginable tragedy, what do I
say was not a theoretical question.
Lament and theodicy (the problem
of evil in the presence of a good
God) are several of the biblical and
theological concepts that helped
frame my message that fateful
Sunday. Seminary training helped
me speak God’s timeless Word in a
truthful, time-rooted way.

2.

»»

FACING ISSUES IN MINISTRY

I am humbled by the opportunity to move from serving
the church as a local pastor and in various denominational
settings to the presidency of Calvin Theological Seminary.
One picture that we have in church planting in the Christian
Reformed Church is embodied in the phrase, ‘Deep Roots,
New Branches.’ Calvin Theological Seminary is deeply
rooted in and nurtured by the church. We have a great
opportunity to use those roots to nourish preachers and
church leaders for the ministries and new opportunities
that await us in the mission field around each and every one
of us.

Sooner or later, ministry leaders
will encounter conflict or crisis or
even credibility. But such issues
are not new in the body of Christ.
Knowing how church leaders before
us have faced the same or similar
issues and questions can give us
wisdom on how to handle such

3.

»»

EVALUATING “NEW IDEAS”
IN MINISTRY
Fads come and go, but good ideas
for ministry can find their footing
by uncovering their rootedness.
One of the key books that I read as a
church planter was written by Mark
Shaw, a missionary who served
in Kenya. In 10 Great Ideas from
Church History: A Decision-Maker’s
Guide to Shaping Your Church,
Shaw surveys church history and
helps place worship renewal,
discipleship processes, and other
topics within their historical
context. It is a great book because it
helps a church leader take the lens
of history and bring it to bear on the
current context of ministry.

4.

»»

COLLEAGUES – BROTHERS AND
SISTERS FOR THE JOURNEY
There is an African proverb that
continues to shape my life: “If you
want to go fast, go alone. If you
want to go far, go with others.”
Seminary is a great place to find and
cultivate colleagues for the journey.
Choosing a community like Calvin
Seminary is pivotal not just for the
markers of academic excellence like

passing a test or writing a paper. It’s
pivotal for forging relationships—
for finding colleagues from around
the world who will cheer you on
and lift you up for the marathon of
ministry.
As I walk with people wondering
about seminary, I say again and
again that our goal at Calvin
Seminary is not just for our students
to survive in ministry. Our desire
is for each person to thrive in
one’s ministry calling. Part of that
thriving comes from running the
race with the aid that the breadth
and depth of seminary education
offers—day by day, year in and year
out!

Jul Medenblik is a former attorney
who entered Calvin Theological
Seminary to start a second career.
Upon graduation, he served for
16 years as the founding pastor
of New Life Christian Reformed
Church in New Lenox, Illinois. He
also served for four years as the
Church Planting and Development
Point Team Leader for Christian
Reformed Home Missions (now
named Resonate Global Mission).
On August 1, 2011, Medenblik took
up the position as the seventh
President of Calvin Theological
Seminary in Grand Rapids,
Michigan.
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ARE YOU
ON THE
ACTIVE AT CHURCH

I have been active in a ministry
position at my church where my gifts
have been affirmed by other leaders.
Now I’m ready and willing to hone
my skills for leadership, teaching and
preaching.

TOWARDS
SEM I NARY?

NEW TO HIM

I did not grow up in a Christian home
but since saying yes to Jesus Christ,
I want to know his Word and ways
better as I sort through vocational
possibilities.

MISSION EXPERIENCE

I have had some short-term mission
experiences and my heart is passionate
for global missions. I want to prepare
myself for a long-term global mission
assignment.
REDEEMING POWER

I heard about Calvin’s prison ministry
at Handlon and I am eager to learn
more and be part of Christ’s redeeming
power behind bars.
SENSING A CALL

I was an RA during my undergraduate
studies and I am sensing a call to
campus ministry. I want a degree that
will both ground and grow me for the
challenges of higher education.

HEART & COMPASSION

I am discovering my gift and heart
for pastoral care and compassion so I
desire to prepare myself for some type
of chaplaincy ministry.

VOCATIONAL CROSSROADS

I’m at a vocational crossroads,
called to leave one profession for
the call of ministry.

Consider the learning community of Calvin
Seminary where you can take solid steps to explore
and pursue your unique calling to serve and lead in
Christ’s Kingdom.

THE STRANGER AT THE
RIVER JABBOK

Sweeter than honey;
more desirable than gold;
a source of light and a
guide for life.

AMANDA W. BENCKHUYSEN

Associate Professor of Old Testament

With tantalizing phrases like these, some may think I’m
peddling the new iPhone X. In fact, these are the words
the Psalmists use to describe God’s revelation to us in
the Scriptures. God’s Word is a gift to be cherished, they
teach us. To meditate on it day and night - studying, savoring, probing, relishing - is to be like a tree planted by
streams of water, soaking up the goodness and grace of
God. Perhaps this is why John Calvin referred to Scripture as the school of the Holy Spirit. For through Scripture, all our confused inklings about God are corrected
and clarified and our desires are properly directed so
that we come to know and love and worship the one
true God. It is no wonder that Scripture has held such a
prominent place in the Christian tradition, standing as
the supreme authority for matters of faith, and here at
Calvin Seminary, as the foundation for all our studies.
Of course, recognizing the centrality of Scripture to the
Christian life is not to say that the testimony of Scripture
is always straightforward or comfortable. Sometimes
what we find can be difficult to understand or even
deeply troubling. What are we to make, for instance,
of the conquest stories in the book of Joshua which
speak of the genocide of the Canaanites at God’s behest?
Or the seemingly uncritical acceptance of slavery
throughout Scripture? What now is the function of the
Old Testament law for those of us who are in Christ? Are
only some laws still relevant while others are not? And
if so, how do we know which is which? What does and
doesn’t the Bible say about human sexuality and what
are the implications for today? How do we reconcile
Paul’s negative comments about women teaching or
VALUE: All our teaching and formation
grow from a shared understanding of God’s
word as articulated in the rich treasury of
reformed theology.
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assuming authority over a man with his lavish approbation of
key female leaders in the early Church, Junia the apostle and
Priscilla who corrected Apollos and taught him about God? And
how is it that money and the plight of the poor are the most
discussed subjects in the Bible? What does economics have to
do with faith?

This is where seminary education can help. At Calvin Seminary, we
have a rich treasury of resources to draw from to equip us in wrestling
with the hard stuff of Scripture. Thus, in a posture of faith seeking to
understand, attending closely to the whispers of the Spirit, we read
Scripture:

The truth is, at times, studying the Bible can feel
less like an encounter with the God of love and
more like a wrestling match with the stranger
at the river Jabbok (Genesis 32:22-31)
While the Bible is clear in its overall message, individual
texts can confound us, and if interpreted badly, skew our
understanding of God and the gospel message. In this sense,
the stakes of biblical interpretation are high, not only for
our own personal piety but also for our public witness. We
interpret before a watching world that has seen the Bible used
to encourage love and to arouse hate, to further peace and to
authorize violence, to challenge injustice and to sanction the
status quo. The question then becomes how do we interpret
Scripture faithfully so that our interpretations contribute to a
true knowledge of God and the advance of the gospel?

• With a learning community of brothers and sisters from around the world,
bringing different perspectives and insights in an environment where iron
sharpens iron;
• With the historic creeds and confessions that outline the basic affirmations
of the Christian faith and unite us with the Church of all ages;
• With knowledge of biblical languages that not only lend a greater
understanding of particular words in Scripture but also give us a window
of insight into the culture and worldview of the biblical world;
• With the resources to explore how, within the context of the ancient Near
East or first-century Palestine, the biblical text would originally have been
heard;
• With time to engage in close readings of biblical texts to consider questions
of genre and form, literary context, and the larger witness of Scripture;
• With Augustine and Chrysostom, Julian of Norwich and Teresa of Avila,
Calvin, Bavinck, Barth, and Bonhoeffer, among others, gleaning from the
wisdom of the great cloud of witnesses that has gone before.

In other words, at Calvin Seminary, students learn that they are not
alone in the work of interpretation, that the Spirit is at work opening
up the Scriptures to us through the wisdom of the community of saints,
both past and present, and through their diligent study of the text.
In the end, the goal is not so much to arrive at the definitive
interpretation but to gain enough insight into the text that we might
bear faithful testimony in our teaching and preaching, to the God whose
steadfast love endures forever, whose mercies are new every morning,
and whose faithfulness is great.
There is no doubt that Scripture can be challenging. But like Jacob, at
Calvin Seminary we refuse to let go until we have secured a blessing and
until we see in the stranger the face of God.

AMANDA W. BENCKHUYSEN
B.A. (Queen’s University, 1992) M.Div.
(Calvin Theological Seminary, 1997)
Ph.D. (University of St. Michael’s College,
Toronto School of Theology, 2010)
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COURAGEOUS LEADERSHIP IN GOD’S KINGDOM
These same emerging leaders also know that the church
they seek to lead is not immune to chaos. Tomorrow’s
church leaders have endured seismic shifts within
Christianity itself, including at least:

GEOFF VANDERMOLEN
Director of Vocational Formation

• Vocal, hard-fought battles regarding foundational
questions of human origins, same-sex attraction,
marriage, questions of gender and ministry, the
authority of the Bible, and more;

“God has called me
to ministry.”

• The routine pitting of tradition against innovation,
publicly debated matters of faith related to justice,
race, and poverty, and an onslaught of commodified
ministry resources vying for ministry dollars and
attention;
• A swift reshaping of pastoral leadership to include
CEO levels of efficiency, expectations of “podcastable preaching,” and leadership of increasingly
specialized teams—all while ensuring that
attendance and download numbers trend upward;
• The dethroning of Christian faith in the West marked
by the reality that growing numbers of missionaries
are now being sent to North American from
countries around the globe.
All who have lived in the time since 1980 understand
that these are complex and challenging times to be an
emerging church leader.

These words routinely
tumble from the lips of
seminarians. As one hears
these expressions of calling it
is helpful to remember some
influential factors that have
shaped emerging leaders who
are under 35 years old. For
these emerging leaders:

•

•

Life-shaping technological advances
are normative, including the birth
of the World Wide Web and all its
progeny;
Visually enhanced global conflict has
played on repeat for most of their
lives;

•

Persistent, economically-rooted fears
are part of the furniture of their lives;

•

Aspirations for neutral racial plurality
have been repeatedly crushed under
the oppressive weight of racial,
cultural, or religious bigotry.

Calvin Seminary has been called by God to equip
leaders. We have accepted this mission-critical role,
setting our sights on equipping every student to love
Jesus and others deeply as they give ministry leadership
with Kingdom-sized courage, biblically rooted insight,
and a strength of character that perseveres for the sake
of the gospel.

Alumni Stories
BRANDON HAAN

Associate Pastor, Brookfield CRC Brookfield, Wisconsin

The thing I most appreciate about my education at
Calvin Seminary—and also the thing I continue to value
most in my ministry today—is the way our professors
pounded a Gospel-centered understanding of Scripture
into each student. That might sound like an obvious
statement. It is a seminary, you know. That’s what
they’re supposed to do. And yet, I never cease to be
amazed at how often I hear Christian preachers and
teachers deviate into moralism, legalism, and therapy.
Those things might be helpful from time to time, but
they’re not the Gospel and they can’t take its place.
That’s something our professors drilled into us, and,
as a result, that’s what I strive to bring every sermon,
youth group talk, and Bible study back to: the Gospel of
Jesus Christ—the story of Creation, Fall, Redemption,
and New Creation. After all, that’s the good news we
hold so dear as Christians.

How does Calvin Seminary go about this important task?
First, we equip emerging leaders to read, teach, share,
preach, and deeply live God’s Word. Period.
Second, we seek to equip emerging leaders with critical
thinking skills, theological insight, and a worldview
that leans hard into cooperating with God’s redeeming
work—all soaked in a Christ-like love and grace.
Third, Calvin Seminary believes that even biblical
knowledge and critical thinking skills are insufficient
to meet the leadership demands of today. Rather, we

VALUE: We are formed by and serve the
church, God’s agent of hope for the world.
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EXPLORE YOUR WORLD.

»»

LEARN in 3-D Study Tour Courses, taught by Calvin Seminary
biblical scholars.

We can equip students to be capable and
passionate lifelong learners about
God and about themselves.
understand that knowledge and thinking
skills are most potent when they are
deployed by leaders who are deeply
committed to cooperating with God’s
redeeming work within themselves.
Knowing and participating in God’s
sanctifying work is the goal of our
formation process at Calvin Seminary.
This formation process begins by
insisting that students live at the
intersection of the classroom and real
time, real-life ministry. To that end,
students in first degree programs (MA,
MDiv) are required to dive deep into
local ministry through contextual
learning assignments. These assignments
require students be placed in partner
churches/ministries with seasoned
vocational mentors. These mentors have
a singular focus as it relates to the life
of the student: to invest in their ongoing
formation.
The formation process at Calvin
Seminary is enhanced by another key
tool: student engagement in formation
groups with peers. Students meet weekly
throughout the semester with peers to
listen, learn, reflect, and pray about
ministry and life. These conversations are
guided by formation group leaders who
knew the contours of ministry and invite

I S R A E L- PA LE S T I N E

the students to grow and learn together.

Taste & see Old and New Testament stories

Another vital ingredient in the formation
process at Calvin Seminary is increased
levels of personal awareness. In order
to achieve this goal, students regularly
engage in various means of assessment,
including the use of a Birkman
Assessment (for strengths), psychological
assessments (for holistic care), and
vocational assessments.
Calvin Seminary is seeking to combine
excellence in academics with deep,
thorough ongoing formation. We
understand that we will not be able to
give emerging leaders all they need
to tackle every complex challenge of
ministry. However, we are convinced
that we can equip students to be capable
and passionate lifelong learners about
God and about themselves. This ability
to know and love God well and to know
and love God’s work in each of us is the
foundation for our lives, and as such the
very basis for the kind of godly leadership
that will serve God’s people and purposes
in our world God so loves.

TURKEY & GREECE
Walk in the footsteps of Paul & John

M E XI C O
Seeds of Justice, Harvest of Shalom
GEOFF VANDERMOLEN
B.A. (Calvin College, 1992) M.Div. (Calvin
Theological Seminary, 1996) D.Min.
(Arcadia University, 2015)

Calvin Seminary offers generous scholarship support,
up to $3000, for qualifying students
14

HONING CONTEXTUAL SAVVY
CORY B. WILLSON

Jake and Betsy Tuls Assistant Professor of
Missiology and Missional Ministry

When did you first realize
how your birthplace shaped
your outlook on the world?
WAKING UP TO OUR OWN CONTEXT
I was in my twenties on a trip to New York when it
finally dawned on me what the definition of “downtown”
meant. I grew up in the foothills of Northern California,
where most people lived in the mountains and traveled
down them to run errands in town. Imagine my surprise
sitting on the subway heading “uptown” (northbound)
to Harlem and realizing that on my return I would be
taking the “downtown” train (southbound). I realized
that outside my hometown, “downtown” commonly
refers to directions on a compass, not elevation!
Likewise, if you were to ask me directions to my
childhood home, I could only name one or two streets.
It was more common to give directions based on
landmarks like tree stumps and dilapidated barns then
streets signs. This approach to navigation may seem
strange to urbanites, but to those living in rural areas
during the pre-iPhone era, typographical features are a
lot easier to identify then small street signs.
I suppose if we look back to our childhood, we could all
say we grew up with similar peculiarities that outsiders
would find bizarre. In our early years, we learn ways
of inhabiting the world by imitating others as they

navigate their surroundings. We tend to overlook odd
or problematic behaviors of the community. Often it is
not until we move to a new place or encounter questions
from newcomers that the opportunity for self-awareness
occurs. It is then that we might learn that our definition
of downtown is bound up with our particular context
and that our ways of moving through life are less helpful
in new geographies.
Theology should be no less bound up with context
and geography than navigation, and yet in much of
mainstream American Christianity, there is a great deal
of naiveté about our cultural embeddedness. We often
don’t realize that our language and ways of living are
determined by various forces in culture and history and
not solely by the Bible.

THE CONTEXT OF THEOLOGY
Typically, when we think about the work of theology, we
picture theologians sitting in a library surrounded by
books. Books are important tools, but the proper end of
theology lies elsewhere. Andrew Walls argues that the
primary workshop of theology “lies in the life situations
of believers or of the church. Theological activity arises
out of Christian mission and Christian living, from

VALUE: We challenge one another to have
hearts that engage the broader world God
so loves.
17

Alumni Stories
KRISTY MANION

We seek this global awareness without overlooking the
beauty and brokenness of our own context. During
the fall of 2017, Danjuma Gibson – Associate Professor
of Pastoral Care at Calvin Seminary – led a group of
students on a trip to Washington D.C. to study African
American history and experience the Jewish Holocaust.
The discussion of contemporary racism and segregation
in America was set within the historical context of
slavery and antisemitism. We explored how it was that
Christian theology justified the Church’s involvement
and complicity in such heinous atrocities and what must
be done theologically to address prejudices and biases
within Christianity and society today.

the need for Christians to make Christian choices and to think in a Christian
way.”1 The specificity of our geographic and socio-historical contexts shape the
questions that we ask. Let me offer a few examples.
John Calvin, a refugee, worked out his theology in ministry among other
refugees in 16th century Geneva.2 Saint Augustine, a mestizo, wrestled with
his mixed heritage of African Christianity and Greco-Roman training as the
Roman Empire crumbled around him.3 And the Belgic Confession devoted
special attention to the “tyrannized, oppressed, and tormented” of 16th century
Protestants in Europe.4 Something of this heritage is lost when we approach
theology disconnected from context. The birthplace of theology should be the
lived experience of the Church as it participates in God’s mission.
In Scripture, we find that new events posed fresh theological questions to the
Church. We see a vivid example of this in Acts through Peter’s hesitancy to
follow the Holy Spirit’s lead to venture into a Gentile’s home (Acts 10:9-22). This
act was strictly forbidden among 1st century Jews and yet it was the Holy Spirit

Minister of Discipleship,
LaGrave Avenue CRC Grand Rapids, Michigan

Calvin Seminary offered opportunities both inside
and outside the classroom to think hard about how
the message of God’s Word speaks in different
contexts. Classmates and mentoring group members
from other parts of the world helped me think about
how our journeys with Christ were the same—and
different. Professors deepened my thinking,
challenging my assumptions and encouraging a
broad vision of how and where God might ask us
to serve. A unit of Clinical Pastoral Education with
a hospital placement taught me to look and listen,
seeking first to understand and then to respond with
humility, humanity, and reliance on the Holy Spirit. A
learning tour of a Grand Rapids neighborhood I hadn’t
previously known showed me ways the local church
was in partnership with its neighborhood, celebrating
its strengths and addressing its needs. Today, I serve
a church with a rich tradition and history that is quite
different from my childhood church-plant home. Calvin
Seminary provided an education that gave me the tools
to serve and thrive in my church leadership role.

We also look locally at the story of Grand Rapids,
Michigan—a tale of two cities.6 How is it that a city rated
#1 for best places to raise a family by Forbes7 could at
the same time fall just behind Milwaukee, Wisconsin as
the worst city for African Americans?8 This history of
redlining and segregation shapes the current landscape
of the city and must inform how we approach theology
and ministry. It is incumbent upon our endeavor to ask
hard questions about ourselves and our context as we
seek answers and healing from Scripture.

Theology must serve the mission of
God’s people and address the everyday
realities of their life and mission.

THE PROPER END OF THEOLOGY
The very heart of the theological task is to live the
Christian faith in our respective contexts. This requires
an increasing self-aware and self-conscious engagement
with our culture. J.H. Bavinck expresses this point
powerfully: “Abstract, disembodied and history-less
sinners do not exist; only very concrete sinners exist...”
Our task, he argues, is to present the gospel in ways
that address people in the particularity of their history
and culture.9 This specificity is vital to theology. To
that end, theology serves its proper function: fostering
the faithful life and witness of the Church in the
contemporary world that God loves.

who prompted this violation of established purity laws—an act which created
no small disturbance among believers (Acts 11:1-3 and 15:1-6). Under the
prompting of the Spirit, the early Church was forced to think beyond its Jewish
culture and consider what discipleship looked like for Gentile converts in
Judea, Samaria and the uttermost parts of the world. Theology must serve the
mission of God’s (Jewish and Gentile) people and address the everyday realities
of their life and mission.5

THEOLOGICAL FORMATION FOR CONTEXTUAL MINISTRY
Calvin Seminary seeks to form women and men for ministry in the church and
society. We do this by helping students understand the message of Scripture
in light of the local contexts of the global Church. We have regular trips to
Latin America and the Middle East in which students learn about historical
and contemporary realities of Christians. This stretches their imaginations to
consider the power of the gospel to address people in radically different life
situations. In learning about Christians in other cultures, students have the
opportunity to become more aware of their own culture and faith.

1

2

3

4

Andrew Walls, “The Rise of Global Theologies,” in Global Theology in Evangelical Perspective:
Exploring the Contextual nature of Theology and Mission, eds. Jeffrey P. Greenman and Gene L.
Green (Downers Grove: Intervarsity Press, 2012), 19-20.
Heiko A. Oberman and Peter A. Dykema, John Calvin and the Reformation of the Refugees (Geneva:
Librarie Droz, 2009).
Justo L. Gonzalez, The Mestizo Augustine: A Theologian Between Two Cultures (Downers Grove:
IVP Academic, 2016).
Belgic Confession, Article 37 “The Last Judgment” (https://www.crcna.org/welcome/beliefs/
confessions/belgic-confession).

CORY B. WILSON
B.S. (California Polytechnic University,
2000) M.B.A. (California Polytechnic
University, 2000) M.Div. (Fuller
Theological Seminary, 2009) Ph.D.
(Fuller Theological Seminary, 2015)
Ph.D. (Vrije Universiteit, 2016)
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Walls, “The Rise of Global Theologies,” 19; Cornelis van der Kooi and Gisbert van den Brink, Christian
Dogmatics, 512-3; 588; Samuel Escobar, Changing Tides: Latin America & World Mission Today
(Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2002), 131, 138.
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(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2012).
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God’s people need to be
confident that God is
speaking to them when they
hear a sermon.

THE CHURCH, THE SEMINARY, &
THEOLOGICAL EDUCATION
JOHN BOLT

Jean and Kenneth Baker Professor of
Theology, Emeritus

The church needs leaders but do its leaders need
to go to seminary? And if they do, is it important
for them to study theology? After all, Jesus’
disciples didn’t attend a seminary. Can’t leaders
simply rely on the Holy Spirit’s guidance as the
apostles did?
Quick answers: Yes, yes, and no. Not only were
the apostles directly taught by Jesus, some of
them were even specially inspired by the Holy
Spirit to write our New Testament. They had
a unique office that was not repeatable. What
they taught and wrote is forever the bedrock
foundation of our undoubted, universal Christian
faith. Authentic Christianity is apostolic.
And here’s what’s at stake in the seminary and
theology issue: the authenticity of our teaching
and preaching. Seminaries are places where
practical skills such as preaching and pastoral
care are learned but they are much more than
that. God’s people need to be confident that God
is speaking to them when they hear a sermon.
Troubled persons who come to pastors for soul
care deserve nothing but the best spiritual
guidance. The church therefore requires
certificates of authenticity of its candidates for
ministry and a good seminary education is an
essential part of the training such candidates
receive.
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Here’s why. In this new millennium,
a multitude of voices clamor for our
attention, all claiming to represent
true Christianity. God’s people
hear conflicting interpretations
of Scripture on crucial issues, not
to mention the plethora of Bible
translation, some with a definite
agenda. How should we live as
disciples of Christ today when there
is such serious disagreement among
those who claim the name of Jesus?
There is no escape from the
messiness I have just described and
I am not suggesting that seminaries
are simple cures to the uncertainties
of our age. I am only saying that
seminaries play a vital role in
helping the Church stay faithful to its
Lord. Here’s how: Good seminaries
teach pastors how to use the original
languages of the Bible, thus giving
them a facility to assess translations.
Seminaries teach church history and
especially the history of the church’s
interpretation of the Bible and
forming doctrines from the Bible.
Seminaries nurture students into
becoming practicing theologians

who work with the wisdom of the
church of all ages and places and
apply that wisdom to their own
ministry contexts.
Conceivably such training could be
accomplished by means other than
by seminary education and it has
so been done in the past, including
the first 20 years of the Christian
Reformed Church’s existence. In
those years, students were taught
by gifted pastors. But, the church
decided in 1876 that a wise and
stewardly use of gifts and resources
meant establishing a theological
school. In establishing seminaries
and appointing professors with
specialized gifts and training,
churches exercise stewardship
of their resources. And in turn, a
seminary’s first responsibility is to be
a steward of the apostolic tradition,
of the word of God, of the gospel.

That is why the Christian Reformed
Church today has its own theological
seminary named after John
Calvin. For over 140 years, this
denomination has generously
supported its seminary with
significant financial resources
as well as faithful prayers and
perspectives from across North
America and beyond. The faculty
of the seminary, in turn, serves the
denomination with biblical and
theological reflection and advice
regarding doctrine, ethical issues,
and church life and practice.
It’s a solid relationship of mutuality
and accountability, all in the cause
of Christ’s Kingdom coming in grace
and truth.

JOHN BOLT
B.S. (Calvin College, 1970) B.D. (Calvin
Theological Seminary, 1973) Th.M.
(Calvin Theological Seminary, 1977)
Ph.D. (University of St. Michael’s College
Toronto, 1982)
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Calvin institute of Christian Worship
worship.calvin.edu

SEMINARY

A LAYMAN’S PERSPECTIVE
SIDNEY J. JANSMA, JR.
Chair of the Board of Trustees

for the study
and renewal
of worship

A formal theological education is not for everyone—that’s for sure! Yet every follower
of Jesus should be interested in theological education. As we experience life day by
day, we see and learn the truth of God’s Word all around us. Why is there so much
brokenness in the world? Why injustice? Why? Why? Why?

In our life’s walk following Jesus, we are continually
learning through the work and power of the Holy Spirit
as we praise, pray, and read His Word. As 21st century
disciples, we are all experiencing theological education
in one way or another.

resources
grants
events

For some of us, God’s call is to really know the Bible
and to use God-given gifts to teach and preach the
Word regularly by leading worship in His body, the
Church. For that person, Calvin Seminary is a literal
godsend. It’s a place where students can dig deep into
God’s Word in community with other students and be
taught by insightful, wise faculty—professors who offer
a diverse wealth of practical, real-life experiences.
For others of us, there is a deep desire to know the Bible better so we can work in
our varied professions (homemaker, teacher, business person, part-time ministry
leader, etc.) with more knowledge and focus on helping to transform society for
Jesus. Calvin Seminary offers many certificate programs online and in residence
that will help fill this need. The programs are even “stackable” so they could lead
to a formal degree if desired.

annual January
Calvin Symposium
on Worship

As a volunteer serving on the Board of Trustees from my calling in business, I
am excited to recommend Calvin Seminary as a place that provides resources to
help us fulfill Jesus’ command to spread His teaching and make disciples of all
people. Whether as pastors or lay members of Christ’s Church, Calvin Seminary
strengthens leaders to offer devoted hearts and keen minds for Kingdom service—
to reach the world for Jesus. As I see it, THAT’S theological education at its best!
Won’t you join us?

Alumni Stories

ENCOURAGING ONE
ANOTHER TO GROW UP
INTO CHRIST

SARAH SCHREIBER

Assistant Professor of Old
Testament, Calvin Theological
Seminary

Recently, as he and his family were preparing
to return to their home country after
completing two programs at Calvin Seminary,
an international student from China told us
about how difficult it had been for him and
his family when they first arrived. They had to
adjust to a new culture, a new city, and a new
language. It was hard. But at Calvin Seminary
they found a welcome.

MARY VANDEN BERG

Associate Professor of Old Testament

SARAH CHUN

Associate Dean of Students

Human beings are created for community. The second
chapter of Genesis tells us that it was not good for Adam
to be alone so God provided him with a “suitable helper.”
Unfortunately, in a time where humans are more
connected worldwide than any other time in history,
feelings of loneliness and isolation are being reported at
increasingly higher rates than in past decades. Despite
Facebook, Snapchat, Twitter, and a multitude of other
social media options, people report feeling isolated and
disconnected. They feel alone in a crowded, mediadriven room.
In the face of feelings of loneliness, however, the
Church offers a message of hope for renewed

community in Christ. At Calvin Seminary, we strive to
model that renewed community. As one walks into the
Student Center and looks around, she will see women
and men from over 20 different nations coming together
to study and pray and eat and play in this microcosm of
the world. Students who are distance learners at Calvin
Seminary also find community connections not only
in their online class conversations, but also during the
weeklong on-campus sessions each semester.
When we are not studying or in class, food turns out
to be the magnet for many community events. From
donuts after chapel on Wednesdays, to pizza at Town
Halls on Thursdays, to celebrating Christmas with food
and stories that represent our home nations, to the
Chinese New Year celebration hosted by our Chinese
students, our community loves to gather around food.
Indeed, food even anchors our worship at the end of
each semester when we celebrate our unity with Christ
and each other through sharing the bread and wine of
the Lord’s Supper.

VALUE: We cultivatemeaningful relationships
with our students to foster personal and spiritual
growth throughout our learning community.
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Living in the seminary apartments was an important part
of my formation for ministry. I helped a young girl across
the hall with her math homework, and her family shared
delicious homemade Korean food with mine. This was
the beginning of a beautiful cross-cultural friendship.
Our neighbors prayed for me so faithfully, and I learned
much from them about this spiritual discipline.

They found fellow students willing to come
alongside them and help with childcare, food,
and other needs. They
found staff who helped
them navigate everything
from medical appointments
to tuition payments. They
found professors who
were approachable and
genuinely cared about
them, encouraging this
student in his studies
and spending time with
him to help him succeed.
They were even invited
into the homes of several
faculty for a meal together.
They found a community
that prayed for them through difficult
circumstances as well as rejoiced with them
through joyous moments. In short, they found
a loving, hospitable community to enfold and
encourage them in their daily lives.

They found a loving,
hospitable community
to enfold and encourage
them in their daily lives.

Through formation groups, prayer, worship,
and class, Calvin Seminary strives to foster
a community of learning that weaves our
faith into the fabric of our day-to-day living.
Students, staff, and faculty seek to grow
together in Christ, reminding each other
regularly to clothe ourselves with His virtues
(Col. 3:12-14). By so doing, we seek to live
honestly and hopefully before the face of God
and for His glory.

MARY VANDEN BERG
B.S. (Calvin College, 1981) M.T.S (Calvin
Theological Seminary, 2002) Ph.D
(Calvin Theological Seminary, 2008)

SARA CHUN
B.A. (Calvin College, 1996) M.S.W.
(Michigan State University, 1998)
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TOGETHER,
WE’LL
INVEST IN
YOUR
CALLING

PLAN

How am I
going to pay for
seminary?

Calvin Seminary is committed
to helping you finance your
ministry journey so, in turn, you
will be free to:

STUDY

Will I receive
support during
seminary?

• Seminary housing is subsidized to keep costs lower
than other options in Grand Rapids.

GRADUATED WITHOUT
ANY FEDERAL DEBT INCURRED

• Financial education programming is available to help
students make smart financial decisions.

Plan without fear.

• On-campus resources provide food, clothing, and
other items at low or no cost for qualifying seminary
students and their families.

Study without
setbacks.
• Calvin Seminary awards $1.4 Million in
scholarships annually, helping to lower the cost of
a seminary education.
• In addition to scholarships, many other resources
are available, including potential support from
your home church and/or denomination.

GRADUATED WITH NO INCURRED
DEBT OF ANY KIND

For distance students: Your distance learning
program is constructed to maximize your impact and
your dollar, allowing you to take courses while also
working.

• More than 80% of our graduating, first-level
master degree (M.Div., M.A., M.T.S.) students
graduated without any federal debt incurred at
Calvin Seminary, and more than 60% graduated
with no incurred debt of any kind.

• From the way students engage in class to the design
of on-campus intensives, our distance programs
allow space for paid work even as you maintain a
“full-time” student status for swift program progress
and maximum financial assistance.

• There are options for U.S. and Canadian students
to obtain loans through Calvin Seminary that are
partially forgivable, keeping debt levels low.

For all students:

Learn more about our
community of support:
calvinseminary.edu

Will I be
financially
prepared for
life and work
after seminary?

For residential students: Your on-campus experience
is designed with student affordability in mind.

• All utilities are bundled into student housing costs to
make budgeting easier.

Serve without limits.

SERVE

• Our financial aid director is available to work closely
with you to promote your financial success during
seminary.

to do? The best way to engage these questions is
to spend a day at seminary; visiting class, meeting
students, and talking to someone like me in the
Admissions Office!

DISCERNING YOUR CALL
AARON EINFELD

Director of Admissions & Enrollment Management

In my work, I meet a lot of people who are sorting
through their interest and sense of call into ministry.
Some are confident that ministry work is where God
wants them but they might not know what this means
in practical terms. Others experience uncertainty and
anxiety. They feel a divine prompting, but wonder, Why
would God call me? Am I really called to ministry and
seminary? How do I know for sure? Some feel like they
are the least likely person to be attending seminary or
serving in ministry.
Vocation is a richly loaded term in Christian circles. Put
simply, vocation is understood to be literally a calling (or
invitation) from God to join in His mission of restoration
and making all things new. In this, God points us to
specific roles in our families, churches, communities,
and workplaces that are all ministry vocations; callings
that honor God’s heart for the world.
Understandably, we feel pressure to “get it right” when
deciding which vocations to pursue. Human instinct can
be to turn to one’s own intellectual or technical prowess.
In this thinking, wise decisions come from “smart”
people who know a lot. However, in “God’s Wisdom
for Navigating Life,” Tim Keller observes that biblical
wisdom, as described in Proverbs, is closely tied to one’s
heart and character—more than technical competence
or strategic ability and smarts. Keller concludes from
his study of Proverbs that poor decisions tend to have
their roots in disordered desires for money, status, or
from self-absorption and a need for control and security.
So the first step in wise discernment of God’s calling
for you should be – through prayer and the help of the

Why would God call me?
Am I really called to
ministry and seminary?
scriptures – to search your inner motivations and
character. Are you making a vocational decision
out of faith or fear, humility or pride, gentleness or
power? Be honest with yourself before the face of
God about the underlying forces that shape your life
choices. Remember, following a call to ministry is
not necessarily a more noble or humble path than
others. God calls people into pastoral ministry, and
He also calls people to steward and fill the earth by
creating art, growing food, and starting businesses.
Once you’ve gotten in touch with your inner life, you
are more ready to engage in shared discernment
and to consult with trusted advisors and mentors in
your life. Share how you feel God prompting you and
be ready to humbly listen to the wisdom of others.
How do they see your gifts and abilities? Do they see
promise in you for pastoral ministry? Be ready to
also consult with the broader Christian community
to gather insight about how to respond to God’s
calling for you. In many traditions, it is the Church
or denomination that ultimately calls its leaders
into formal positions of leadership. This broader
Christian community will often include seminaries.
Though vocational discernment begins with a
prayerful gut check, it naturally leads to practical
questions and decisions related to degree programs
and delivery formats, financial aid, and internship
opportunities. You can rely on the help of others as
you ask, Is God leading me to a door that requires
a credential to enter through? What learning and
spiritual formation is necessary for me to follow
Jesus and do the work I think I hear Him asking me

The Christian life is one of lifelong learning and
discipleship, so it is not surprising that God would
nudge us to a place like seminary where we can
experience deep learning and spiritual formation.
In seminary, classroom instruction, peer to peer
learning, structured mentoring, and practical
ministry internships all work together to shape
Christian leaders in profound ways. Even if you
discern that seminary is not where God is leading
you, the question of lifelong learning and spiritual
formation for your vocation remains. How do you
plan to continue your learning and growth?
If you get caught up trying to plan out all the next
steps, or if you are not anchored in an active prayer
life and ongoing self-examination, it is easy to
get overwhelmed, stuck, or simply to be wrong.
When sensing a call or searching for a vocation,
the important thing to do is to actively investigate
and to not be afraid. Repeatedly, scripture warns
against worry and fear. Some good questions to
ask are: What is God calling me to do next? Who is
God calling me to be? Will seminary help me in this
pursuit?

How do
I know
for sure?
AARON EINFELD
B.A. (Calvin College, 2005) M.S. (Indiana
State University, 2007) Ph.D. (Michigan
State University, 2016)
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CALVIN
SEMINARY
Q&A
GARY BURGE

Visiting Professor of New Testement

I joined Calvin Seminary in the summer of
2017 after teaching at Wheaton College for
about 25 years. My own educational trek
took me through college, seminary, and then
post-graduate study that ended with a Ph.D.
in New Testament. Then I became a college
and (now) a seminary professor. During my
35-year career, I have had countless students
walk the same seminary road as I did. Many
are still personal friends and I’ve witnessed
how excellent seminary experiences shaped
the course of their lives.
During my first year at Calvin Seminary, I sat
down with Jul Medenblik, President of Calvin
Seminary, and Ronald Feenstra, Academic
Dean and Professor of Systematic Theology,
for a conversation about how Calvin
Seminary views vocational discernment and
support for inquiring students. Here are
highlights of that conversation:

Do you have to have perfect clarity and perfect
confidence before you decide to enter seminary?
President Medenblik: I think clarity can grow as you’re
here. I came to Calvin Seminary as a second-career
student; I had already been a practicing attorney.
Looking back, I probably did have a call in some ways as
a teenager but actually didn’t find that confirmation until
later through various church communities and through
wise words from my wife. However, the contours of
that angularity of that call can be explored more fully at
seminary.

So seminary can be an exploratory experience as well?
Dean Feenstra: I would say absolutely. Yesterday, I
had lunch with some students who are graduating
from the distance learning program this spring, and
one of the students observed that the journey through
seminary was one step at a time. Sometimes we think
we’ve got things planned out, we think it’s all under our
control, but it turns out that’s
just an illusion. It’s not under
our control and so we really go
one step at a time in faith and
trust God to lead us where the
next step goes. I think seminary
can be a journey just like that
because it’s really a journey of
faith just like the rest of our
Christian walk.

are very open to discussing issues that students wonder
about not just about the nuts and bolts of seminary but
also about the broader issues of, “Where might God be
calling me?”.

Do I have to qualify to come to seminary? What if
I haven’t been to college in 15 years—or never got
a college degree? Jul, you said that you had a law
background. Certainly, that disqualified you.
Medenblik: Well I usually like to say “from law to grace”
to help explain my vocational journey. When I was
deciding on a major during my undergraduate studies,
I was told you can do anything. So I was a philosophy
major; history and English minors. After that, I went to
law school. But we’ve run across prospective students
who have engineering as a background, or worked on
farms, or even have worked in a church setting before
they come to seminary, saying “I want more education.”
So it’s wide open. We can even encourage those who
don’t have a bachelor’s degree to enroll, as our ATS

The contours of that
angularity of that call
can be explored more
fully at seminary.

Medenblik: I can relate to that
from my own experience. I was
exploring in my first year at
seminary, but I was surprised to
learn that I was surrounded by a
lot of other men and women who
had the very same journey, and I met men and women
on the faculty who understood how to help with that
journey.

Feenstra: That’s exactly right. I think that we have
both formal and informal ways through which some
of that guidance happens. An example of more formal
conversations is in vocational formation groups. These
groups – made up of 6 to 8 current students and a group
leader – will explore things like calling. But then there
are also the more informal opportunities: talking to
people at a town hall event, over lunch in the student
center, or during donut fellowship after chapel. Faculty

accreditation allows for exceptions to that requirement
in some instances. For incoming students, we would
prefer some background in terms of history, philosophy,
and English, but it doesn’t have to be a bachelor’s degree;
and we review exceptions on a case-by-case basis.

Feenstra: Yesterday, I was talking to a new student. She
is new in our MDiv program. Before seminary she had
already written articles and is an active blogger. Though
she took a few college courses at a community college,
she never got a bachelors degree. She's loving being at
seminary.

31

What if I’m nervous about the academic demands at
seminary?
Feenstra: We have several resources that can help. For
one thing, faculty members are always ready and can be
available to help. They want to help because they want
to see the students in their courses succeed. Our faculty
members have office hours and I’ve heard it noted many
places that these designated times are the most underused resource on a campus. In addition to our faculty, we
have a number of other resources. For instance, we have
a rhetoric center, where students can go to with their
papers to be read and then responded to before they
submit them, which can help improve writing skills.

One of the joys that we have at Calvin Seminary is
that approximately 40% of our student body comes
from outside of North America, so it’s a tremendously
international community. Because there are many
people for whom English is a second language, we have
conversation groups where students who use English as
a second language can converse with native speakers.
We also have made exceptions where if English is the
second language, students can have some extra test time
when in-class testing occurs,
and again, the rhetoric
center is available to help
students with writing
papers in English. Sarah
Chun, our international
student advisor, is very
helpful to international
students, beginning with
their visa documentation,
and continuing support
throughout their seminary
enrollment.

What sets Calvin Seminary
apart—how do you leaders
describe its distinctives?

Most faculty members themselves have studied or taught
in a variety of places so that they are not simply aware of
a narrow tradition but of a broad swath of the Christian
faith. We have faculty members who engage in dialogue
with Muslims, with Roman Catholics, with any number
of other folk in many contexts. A specific example of
this is our program whereby faculty members go and
teach in a state prison. It’s been one of the ways in
which we’ve enlivened our community and faculty by
teaching in prison and seeing God at work in a very
unlikely place, and finding that we grow as much from
teaching in prison as anything that we provide to the
students who are in that course in prison. We have had
courses in Spanish for the last several years. We have two
Spanish language certificates, and we’re in the process
of developing an MA that would be taught entirely in
Spanish. So we are trying to be rooted but at the same
time very open to a wide variety of people and traditions.

Serving now at Calvin Seminary has allowed me
to see those same qualities of excellence that
I promoted among my former students. Here,
too, is a community of men and women who
are sorting out their callings and wrestling with
theological questions. At Calvin Seminary, we
celebrate a wide variety of students who enrich
us because of their differences: men and women,
Asian and Latino, younger and older, zumiez-types
and button-downs. They’re all here making up the
kaleidoscope of what it means to be the Church.
We are in the Reformed tradition which means we
are heirs of those great thinkers (like John Calvin)
who gave birth to the Reformation. But those who
have never heard of Calvin or who come from
different traditions can find their home here, too.

Medenblik: I think that one of the words that come
to mind is the word “engagement.” You could have a
tradition that’s engaged only with itself that turns in
on itself, or you have one that really does look around
beyond itself, that engages in different ways. I think that

Above all, an excellent seminary – like Calvin
Seminary – is a place where you can be formed
into the person God wants you to become. You
may have had this lingering thought that God
might be leading you into full-time service. Your
friends may be hinting at this as well. But there
are still many ambiguities and uncertainties. This
is just as it should be. An excellent seminary like
Calvin will invest in you. People will help you
discover yourself and sharpen your thinking about
how serving God might look in your generation.
And we hope you will be inspired to do things you
never considered before and be equipped to do
them.

When you are wrestling with your own
understanding of God’s call to serve Him, few
people can understand exactly what you’re
going through. But they can understand this in
a seminary like Calvin. Such a community is
a gift because in it there are so many others –
professors and students – who have walked the
same road you are walking. The aim of these
vocational years in our lives is discovering clarity
and confidence: knowing the gifts God has given
to us and discovering how those gifts may be
used. My hope and prayer for every student who
comes to Calvin Seminary is to find the guidance
and investments to help you grow in the clarity of
call and confidence to follow your unique, Spiritguided pathway.

GARY BURGE
B.A. (University of California, 1974) M.Div.
(Fuller Theological Seminary, 1978) Ph.D.
(King’s College, Aberdeen University,
Scotland, 1983)

Gary Burge (right) interviews Academic Dean Ronald Feenstra (left) and President Jul Medenblik
(center) about the student experience at Calvin Seminary

Feenstra: I think that one of our hallmarks is that Calvin
Seminary is deeply rooted in the Christian tradition,
and especially in the Reformed branch of the Christian
tradition. We are deeply Reformed and reflective. Calvin
Seminary comes from a part of the Christian tradition
that thinks hard and wants to understand our faith.
Faith seeking understanding is what we’re about. But
at the same time, we’re not narrow. We’re not narrowly
Reformed; we’re not narrow in any way. We train
women and men for ministry and affirm women and
men in their call. We train people in a wide variety of
denominations, not all Reformed. People come to us
from many branches of the Christian tradition.

people can find a community here at Calvin Seminary
where they will discover and experience friendships
with people they might not normally have dialogued
with before. It’s a place to broaden and deepen one’s
engagement across the spectrum of Christian faith. And
this all happens under the umbrella of our mission,
which includes the work of forming “church leaders who
cultivate communities of Jesus Christ.” While we have
this rootedness and focus on Reformed thinking, our
engagement looks to be broad because Christ’s Kingdom
is broad.

Every Week Has a Sunday
Every Preacher Needs Fresh Ideas
Discover:

• Fresh sermon ideas for all lectionary texts
• Sermon ideas on non-lectionary texts
• Quotes and Illustration from Neal Plantinga's "Reading for Preaching"
& Roy Anker's "Movies for Preaching"
• Ideas para sermones
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Visit the new website at cep.calvinseminary.edu

THE PAST:
FOUNDED:

THE PRESENT:

75%
25%

RESIDENTIAL STUDENTS
D I S TA N C E S T U D E N T S

1/3 OF STUDENTS
COME FROM OUTSIDE
OF NORTH AMERICA

THE FUTURE: DISTANCE LEARNING

FOLLOW YOUR CALL
WHEREVER YOU ARE
Our Distance-Learning program is now available for all
first-level degree programs (Master of Divinity, Master
of Theological Studies, and Master of Arts), allowing
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Alumni Stories
MARIANO AVILA

New Testament Professor & Director of Certificate in
Hispanic Ministry, Calvin Theological Seminary

As a professor at Calvin Seminary, I am able to give
shape to formation in my teaching ministry. In the
January Term course, “Seeds of justice, harvest of
Shalom,” we provide students an opportunity to do a
ministry of presence in the places where service to the
disenfranchised takes place. We visit Mexico City to
learn from Christians doing ministry to street children,
to marginalized, indigenous peoples, and to migrants
traveling in the “beast,” the train that travels from the
southern border to the northern border of Mexico
packed with immigrants. We hear their stories and learn
from people involved in those ministries.

prospective students to remain rooted in a community.
Master Level Courses are also be developed taught
entirely in Spanish, opening more doors to education
for our Latino/a brothers and sisters.
Through all these years, the mission of Calvin
Seminary has remained the same.

My formation at Calvin Seminary (Th.M.) shaped me
to be always grounded and attentive to the message of
God’s Word. It also provided me with an ample vision
of ministry that reaches all areas of life. Nothing is
excluded from the Kingdom of Jesus Christ and from our
ministry as God’s people.

For more information on Calvin Seminar, visit:

www.calvinseminary.edu
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Adapted from a benediction spoken by John Claypool in 2004 at Emory University, Candler School of Theology, upon the occasion of the installation of Tom Long as Bandy Professor of Homiletics. In
attendance were both Rev. Scott Hoezee,Director of the Center for Excellence in Preaching, and Dr. Cornelius Plantinga, President emeritus of Calvin Theological Seminary and Senior Research Fellow at
the Calvin Institute of Christian Worship. Struck by its power, together they assembled it from memory and each has been using it since. You may recognize how it echoes St. Patrick’s Breastplate prayer,
8th stanza. For the rest of story, see https://worship.calvin.edu/resources/resource-library/neal-plantinga-on-his-god-go-before-you-blessing/

